LES FAUX-MONNA'YEURS
THE COUNTERFEITERS is THE MOST IMPORTANT WORK
of Gide's to be translated into English, and its appearance is
an occasion for considering in what the merit of Gide's work
consists.
There is probably no French author whose reputation it is
harder for an English critic to appreciate; we are accustomed
to have our neglect of Racine and Corneille flung in our faces,
like that incapacity to appreciate a certain esoteric perfection
in La Fontaine which makes French critics think that, however
much he is praised in England, he is never praised right. In
these cases it is something essentially Gallic that we are sup-
posed not to be able to understand. ' With Gide, however, it
is because his essential quality is so English that we are not
more impressed by it, and that the French, who have had no
Pater to give an academic twist to the sensuous world or to
clarify the distress of adolescence, derive such absorbing and
elusive excitement from his work.
Yet Gide is the most creedless of all leaders of French thought.
Valery is an intellectual who can focus his perspicacity like
a lens to the problems of metaphysics, or to the most finicky
refinements of classical verse. He belongs to the main French
tradition, though to a highly rarefied development of it; Gide,
though intellectual, would suppress his gifts in favour of a
capacity to grasp physical sensations and transmit them in
poetry. He would feel that the dilemmas of the intellect do
more to wreck a poet than- all the temptations of the world,
and that he who is master of his emotions is apt to be his
reason's slave.
Where there is a rigidly defined tradition, there is an equally
defined revolt from it, and this the Surrdalistes now lead.
English literature, being less rigid, drives its prodigals into a
hazier and milder opposition; they know nobody will try to chase
them, so it is absurd to run away. Gide occupies such a position
in France; romantic in outlook, classical in style, with no
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